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Jeremiah 23:23-29
Psalm 82
Luke 12:49-56

Almighty God, you have given your only Son to be for us a sacrifice for sin, and 

also an example of godly life: Give us grace to receive thankfully the fruits of his re-

deeming work, and to follow daily in the blessed steps of his most holy life; through Je-

sus Christ your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 

God, now and for ever.

Amen.



Jeremiah 23:23-29

Am I a God near by, says the Lord, and not a God far off? Who can hide in secret 

places so that I cannot see them? Says the Lord. Do I not fill heaven and earth? Says the

Lord. I have heard what the prophets have said who prophesy lies in my name, saying, 

“I have dreamed, I have dreamed!” How long? Will the hearts of the prophets ever turn 

back – those who prophesy lies, and who prophesy the deceit of their own heart? They 

plan to make my people forget my name by their dreams that they tell one another, just 

as their ancestors forgot my name for Baal. Let the prophet who has a dream tell the 

dream, but let the one who has my word speak my word faithfully. What has straw in 

common with wheat? Says the Lord. Is not my word like fire, says the Lord, and like a 

hammer that breaks a rock in pieces?



Psalm 82

Deus stetit

1 God takes his stand in the council of heaven; *
he gives judgment in the midst of the gods:
2 “How long will you judge unjustly, *
and show favor to the wicked?
3 Save the weak and the orphan; *
defend the humble and needy;
4 Rescue the weak and the poor; *
deliver them from the power of the wicked.
5 They do not know, neither do they understand;
they go about in darkness; *
all the foundations of the earth are shaken.
6 Now I say to you, 'You are gods, *
and all of you children of the Most High;
7 Nevertheless, you shall die like mortals, *
and fall like any prince.'"
8 Arise, O God, and rule the earth, *
for you shall take all nations for your own.



Luke 12:49-56

Jesus said, “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!

I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is com-

pleted! Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but 

rather division! From now on five in one household will be divided, three against two 

and two against three; they will be divided:

father against son
and son against father,

mother against daughter
and daughter against mother,

mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law
and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law."

He also said to the crowds, “When you see a cloud rising in the west, you immedi-

ately say, ‘It is going to rain’; and so it happens. And when you see the south wind 

blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat’; and it happens. You hypocrites! You 

know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why do you not know how 

to interpret the present time?”



SERMON

I practice the discipline of the Common Lectionary because it forces me to engage 

those passages in the Bible that make me uncomfortable. If I didn't follow the Lec-

tionary, I know what I'd wind up doing. I'd preach you a bunch of feel-good, and never 

touch on the disturbing parts. We'd all go have a nice potluck dinner and talk about what

a nice guy the pastor is, and we'd never touch the Gospel. That won’t do, of course. We 

are called to engage the Gospel, even when it runs counter to things we prefer to be-

lieve, even, dare I say it, when it convicts us. We have just such a disturbing passage 

this Sunday. 

Jesus said, “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kin-
dled! I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under un-
til it is completed! Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? 
No, I tell you, but rather division! From now on five in one household will be di-
vided, three against two and two against three; they will be divided:
father against son

and son against father,
mother against daughter

and daughter against mother,
mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law

and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.”

It’s shattering to hear the Prince of Peace say “Do you think that I have come to 

bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!” It challenges everything we

thought we understood about Jesus. Somehow, we must work this baffling statement 

into our understanding of Jesus’ message, and if it won’t fit into what we thought we 

knew about Jesus, it is our ideas about Jesus which must give way. That is enormously 

difficult. No one likes to have his ideas challenged authoritatively and to be trans-

formed. It hurts! If we are confronting the Gospel, though, that is just what we must do, 

for we are witness to the conflict of two kingdoms – that of man, and that of God.

Jesus is telling his listeners that something is about to happen. They don’t yet under-



stand what that something is. The world after the something will be different than the 

world before the something, and not in a peaceful way, for it will pit father against son 

and mother against daughter. Jesus’ words bring us squarely up to the question: What 

WAS that something? Yes, we know that Jesus was hanged on a tree until he was pub-

licly, thoroughly, convincingly and unquestionably dead. Yes, we know that he was seen

thereafter by many, many people. (Paul puts the number at 500 and notes that most of 

them were still alive at the time of his writing1.) When Jesus predicts the coming divi-

sion, He is speaking of the effects which will be wrought in the world as a result of his 

death and resurrection.

 In the agony of His Passion, God displayed before us the cruelty that arises from 

our self-righteous attempts to treat the world as our own – the kingdom of man. In the 

Resurrection God showed that His mercies can overcome even the worst that we can do 

– the Kingdom of God. In Jesus’ death and resurrection, God demonstrated that the 

world and all that is in it is His and that our attempts to treat it as our own lead only to 

cruelty, death and despair. 

If it is no surprise to confessing Christians that the Earth and all that is in it belongs 

to God, we must ask how then did we get ourselves convinced that it is our duty to drop 

high explosives in the parts of the world which produce the oil which we want? We do it

by living in the kingdom of man, appointing ourselves judges of God’s creation, and di-

viding it into the good guys, who are to be left alone, and the bad guys, who are to be 

eliminated, root and branch and by whatever means available. I’ve noted countless 

times that the capacity of the human mind to construct good reasons to do bad things is 

limitless. When we convince ourselves that we are fighting for Truth, Justice and the 

American Way, we exercise that creativity in frightening ways in protection of the king-

dom of man.

Here’s where the disputes and divisions arise. Everybody knows we’re the good 

1 1 Corinthians 15:6



guys, and God is on our side. If I even hint that we’re not the good guys, several of you 

will get mad, so I won’t. Instead, I’ll ask you to consider what good and bad means.

C.S. Lewis, the guy who wrote “The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe”, was one of

the Twentieth Century’s most celebrated Christian apologists. A Christian apologist de-

fends Christianity, and the Twentieth Century did not produce many who did it better 

than C.S. Lewis. Here’s what he said about good and bad: 

You can be good for the mere sake of goodness: you cannot be bad for 
the mere sake of badness. You can do a kind action when you are not 
feeling kind and when it gives you no pleasure, simply because kind-
ness is right; but no one ever did a cruel action simply because cruelty 
is wrong—only because cruelty was pleasant or useful to him. In other 
words badness cannot succeed even in being bad in the same way in 
which goodness is good. Goodness is, so to speak, itself; badness is only
spoiled goodness. And there must be something good first before it can 
be spoiled.2

If you really think about that sentence, I bet you get your back up. We rebel against 

any suggestion that our enemies have anything of good within them, however strong a 

case C.S. Lewis makes. We know who’s good and who’s bad! Mr. Lewis begs to dis-

agree, but the notion that it’s up to the good guys to expunge the bad guys has enormous

appeal. Of course, our enemies make exactly the same calculation casting us as the bad 

guys. 

We don’t learn very well from interesting talks once a week in church. We learn best

from observation, so Jesus, from the cross, cried out, “Pour it on! Bathe me in your ha-

tred! Do to me the worst that you can imagine. Scourge me, beat me, humiliate me, strip

my very humanity from me and nail me to a cross, and yet I will overcome everything 

you can do. I will rise again. But first, look upon my broken body and see the wages of 

your self-righteousness.” 

From the cross, Jesus displayed before us the extent of our willingness to engage in 

cruelty in pursuit of self-righteousness. In the resurrection, the Christ showed us that 

2 “Mere Christianity” C.S. Lewis



this is God’s world. We are God’s creatures, flawed, willful, and proud, but God’s crea-

tures. We live in God’s hands and by His commandments. We are not permitted to act 

outside God’s commandments in order to remake His creation into forms pleasing to us.

Living in faith is living within that certainty – that God created the world and it is His. 

We are not permitted to repaint the walls or move the furniture around to suit our taste. 

We know that church. We KNOW it, but choose, for the sake of our comfort, to look 

away, to grant our loyalty to things that please us. When we do, we are refusing to en-

gage the Gospel and we stand convicted of conspiracy with the kingdom of man.

Engaging the Gospel leads to transformation, and transformation hurts! No one who

has lived in an illusion of righteousness and power will happily abandon his illusion. 

Just as Jesus said, there will be fire and division. What was to come would be the source

of great division which continues to this day, for Jesus’ death and resurrection did not 

signal that the good guys had won and the bad guys were destroyed. In the death and 

resurrection of Jesus, what was changed was not the rules, but the rulers. Before was the

kingdom of man, who judged his brother and thought himself righteous. After, there 

was the Kingdom of God and the judging was to be done by God, alone. Before, we 

found our righteousness by comparison to the sins, real or imagined, of our brothers. 

After, our righteousness can be found only in our commitment to the Gospel and our 

salvation only in God's Grace.

Our obligation is to live within the Kingdom of God, turning our backs on the king-

dom of man.  

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neigh-
bor as yourself.”3

Wake from your dream of the kingdom of man, church, and embrace the Kingdom 

of God!

3 Luke 10:27



AMEN



BENEDICTION

Jeremiah wrote:

Who can hide in secret places so that I cannot see them? Says the Lord. 
Do I not fill heaven and earth? Says the Lord.

We live in a world containing people who cannot release their allegiance to the 

kingdom of man – people who believe that they are appointed to judge the good from 

the bad and to purge the bad violently, but unrighteousness cannot bring about right-

eousness and this evil cannot be hidden from God. I speak not only of those in the east 

who would cover their unrighteousness by claiming Islam, thus slandering the faith of 

billions, but of us as well, for we are prone to the same sin. 

Those who claim the mantle of Christ are called to live out the words of Micah:

He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
   and what does the Lord require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
   and to walk humbly with your God? 

Let not self-righteousness be your guide, church, but only the words of the Lord.

Until we meet again

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. 



Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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